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	 	 	 11	 C	 D	 E	 F#	 	G#	 B♭							
	 	 	 12	 						C#	 						E♭												F				 								G														A	 							B				
Mode	2	(octatonic):	
	 	 	 21	 C				C#										E♭					E		 	F#			G	 									A	 B♭						
	 	 	 22		 							C#				D													E				F	 									G	 G#				 B♭	B					
	 	 		 23	 C														D			E♭											F	 	F#				 G#			A	 							B					
Mode	3:	
	 	 	 31	 C														D			E♭			 E					 F#				G	 G#				 B♭	B					
	 	 	 32		 C				C#											E♭			 E				F	 									G	 G#			A	 							B					
	 	 	 33		 C				C#					D											 E				F	 F#				 G#			A	 B♭						
	 	 	 34		 							C#					D			E♭										F	 F#				G	 									A	 B♭	B					
Mode	4:	
	 	 	 41	 C				C#					D																			F	 F#				G	 G#																		B					
	 	 	 42		 C				C#					D			E♭											 F#				G	 G#			A					
	 	 	 43		 							C#					D			E♭		E					 									G	 G#			A	 B♭						
	 	 	 44		 	 	D			E♭		E					F	 	 G#			A	 B♭	B		
	 	 	 45	 C					 								E♭	E					F	 F#				 									A	 B♭	B					
	 	 	 46		 C				C#			 															E					F	 F#				G	 										 B♭	B					
Mode	5:	
	 	 	 51	 C				C#						 						F	 F#				G	 	 							B					
	 	 	 52		 C				C#						D	 	 F#				G	 G#		
	 	 	 53		 							C#					D				E♭		 	 									G	 G#			A	 		
	 	 	 54		 	 	D				E♭		E	 	 G#			A	 B♭			
	 	 	 55	 	 								E♭		E					F	 	 									A	 B♭	B					
	 	 	 56		 C		 															E					F	 F#	 	 B♭	B								
Mode	6	
	 	 	 61	 C																D											E				F	 F#	 G#				 B♭	B					
	 	 	 62		 C				C#													E♭									F	 F#				G	 								A	 							B					
	 	 	 63		 C				C#							D											E					 F#				G	 G#				 B♭						
	 	 	 64		 							C#						D				E♭								F	 									G	 G#			A	 							B					
	 	 	 65	 C																D				E♭		E					 F#				 G#			A	 B♭						
	 	 	 66		 							C#													E♭		E				F	 									G	 								A	 B♭	B					
Mode	7:	
	 	 	 71	 C				C#						D				E♭									F	 F#				G	 G#			A	 						B					
	 	 	 72		 C				C#						D				E♭		E					 F#				G	 G#			A	 B♭						
	 	 	 73		 							C#						D				E♭		E				F	 									G	 G#			A	 B♭	B					
	 	 	 74		 C																D				E♭		E				F	 F#				 G#			A	 B♭	B					
	 	 	 75		 C				C#													E♭		E				F	 F#			G	 									A	 B♭	B					



















































































































































































































	 	 	 	
	
	
	
	
	
Musical	Example	3:	Exact	augmentation	in	Measure	1	of	Olivier	Messiaen’s	“Épouvant”	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
																																																																																																																																																																																		
	
	 14	
Musical	Example	4:	Added	Notes	in	“La	maison”	as	found	in	Messiaen’s	The	Technique	of	My	Musical	
Language	(1944).	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
THE	CYCLE		
	
“Action	de	grâces”	
	
The	first	song	of	the	cycle	appropriately	serves	as	a	prayer	of	thanksgiving,	
musically	as	well	as	poetically.		When	studying	the	score,	it	quickly	becomes	clear	that	
Messiaen	does	not	include	time	signatures.		Instead,	measures	are	often	varied	in	the	
number	of	beats	in	order	to	suit	the	poetry	and	the	musical	imagery	he	wanted	to	create.		
Aurally,	these	rhythmic	varieties	can	be	subtle,	especially	Messiaen’s	use	of	rhythmic	
palindrome,	or	non-retrogradable	rhythm.		The	opening	measure,	which	is	repeated	twice	
more,	begins	with	a	palindrome	in	the	piano.		When	each	note	is	divided	into	sixteenth	
notes,	they	total	8/4-2-1/2/2/2/2-2-3/8.		Upon	first	glance,	these	do	not	appear	to	be	a	
mirror	image,	however	when	combining	the	bolded	numbers,	they	become	8/7/2/2/2/7/8	
(see	Musical	Example	5).		
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Musical	Example	5:	Polymodality,	Rhythmic	Canon,	and	Rhythmic	Palindrome	in	Measure	1	of	Olivier	
Messiaen’s		“Action	de	grâces”	
	
	
	
		
	
	
	
	 The	rhythmic	palindrome	is	set	as	a	canon	in	the	piano,	the	left	hand	following	one	
full	beat	behind	the	right.		This	is	also	an	introduction	of	two	of	Messiaen’s	favorite	modes.		
Mode	32	sounds	in	the	right	hand	while	21	sounds	in	the	left	hand,	creating	a	polymodal	
texture.		This	mixture	of	modes	can	be	interpreted	as	a	musical	symbol	for	the	union	of	
Man	and	God.		In	choosing	to	begin	with	the	canon	and	these	modes,	Messiaen	has	created	
a	musical	vision	of	God,	somewhat	distant	at	first,	leading	Man.		With	each	new	chord	the	
two	grow	nearer,	leading	into	a	cluster	chord	set	to	mode	61.			This	mode	is	less	frequently	
used;	however,	its	color	blend	creates	a	brightness	and	earthiness	that	seems	appropriate	
for	the	following	opening	vocal	line,	“Le	ciel	et	l’eau	qui	suit	les	variations	des	nuages…”	
(“The	sky	and	the	water	that	follow	the	variations	of	the	clouds…”).		Messiaen	wrote	the	
vocal	line	using	a	chant	with	the	tonal	center	of	F#.		Incorporating	chant	strengthens	the	
religious	undertones	throughout	the	cycle.			
	 The	completion	of	the	first	statement	includes	a	vocal	melisma	on	the	“Boris	motif.”	
The	piano	follows	with	a	repeat	of	opening	music	and	an	extension	on	the	opening	cluster	
chord—like	the	“Boris	motif”	these	too	become	more	elaborate	with	each	restatement.		
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With	the	first	repeat	of	the	opening	material,	the	tonal	center	of	the	chant	rises	to	A-flat,	
now	introducing	the	beloved,	“Et	un	oeil	près	de	mon	oeil…et	deux	pieds	derrière	mes	
pieds”	(“And	an	eye	near	to	my	eye…and	two	feet	behind	my	feet”),	who	follows	the	
protagonist’s	lead.		When	the	poetry	describes	the	two	as	waves	united,	the	“Boris	motif”	
returns	to	highlight	the	text.		As	the	piano	repeats	its	punctuation,	it	becomes	more	
complex.		The	tonal	center	of	the	plainchant	is	again	transposed,	this	time	up	to	C.		The	line	
continues	as	expected	with	a	“Boris	motif”	at	the	end	of	the	phrase	to	emphasize	“lumière”	
(“light”).		Following	close	behind,	the	right	hand	of	the	piano	includes	the	“Boris	motif”	for	
the	first	time,	which	acts	as	a	transition	into	the	B	section.			
	 By	this	time,	the	protagonist	has	listed	a	number	of	“Thanksgivings,”	including	the	
beauty	of	nature	and	its	transformative	qualities,	the	beloved	who	is	a	loving	companion	
and	follows	the	path	to	God,	and	the	grace	and	love	of	God	through	the	resurrection.		The	B	
section	is	the	realization	of	the	greatest	gift	God	has	given:	himself.		Musically,	Messiaen	
creates	this	moment	of	awe	and	gratitude	with	a	Presque	lent	(almost	slow)	and	descending	
tritones	that	sound	almost	static	in	their	descent.		The	vocal	line	also	includes	a	tritone	on	
the	words	“tout	cela”	(“all	that	[God	has	given	to	me]”)	to	emphasize	God’s	gifts.		The	tonal	
center	of	this	section	is	D	with	each	line	of	text	gaining	more	energy	from	the	rising	
chromatic,	scalar	passages.		The	interweaving	of	the	vocal	and	piano	lines	to	this	point	have	
been	important	to	the	understanding	of	Messiaen’s	message.		This	is	why	his	choice	to	use	
silence	in	the	piano	with	the	mention	of	the	Eucharist	on	the	words	“Pain	plus	doux”	
(“bread	more	sweet”)	is	so	special.		Describing	this	gift	as	being	sweeter	than	the	freshness	
of	the	stars,	Messiaen	wrote	an	ascending	scale,	which	leads	into	an	extension	of	the	“Boris	
motif”	as	a	final	celebration	of	God’s	sacrifices.		The	B	section,	with	the	exception	of	the	
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opening	tritones,	sounds	C#	dominant	throughout.		This	makes	sense,	as	the	musical	
introduction	of	the	“Alleluia”	celebration	is	clearly	written	as	F#—this	is	one	of	two	
occasions	where	Messiaen	has	included	a	key	signature.		The	poem	ends	with	seven	
repetitions	of	this	word.		Johnson	compares	this	to	a	jubilus,	which	is	a	melismatic	
extension	of	the	final	“a”	of	an	Alleluia	sung	between	the	Epistle	and	Gospel	of	the	Roman	
Mass.33		The	number	seven	is	important,	as	it	represents	physical	and	spiritual	
completeness	and	perfection,	and	is	referenced	throughout	the	Bible.34				
						
	
“Paysage”	
	
		 “Paysage”	(“Landscape”)	is	a	short	song	that	still	manages	to	convey	many	things.		
The	opening	line	compares	a	lake	as	a	“gros	bijou	bleu”	(“big	blue	jewel”)	and	is	repeated	
three	times	at	the	beginning,	middle,	and	end	of	the	song.		The	voice	echoes	the	tritone	
heard	in	the	right	hand	of	the	piano.		The	left	hand	supports	with	a	second-inversion	V7	
chord	in	mode	22.		The	combination	of	color	and	the	descending	gesture	imitate	the	gentle	
splash	of	jewel-toned,	blue	water.		This	vivid	imagery	is	disrupted	by	the	falling	chromatic	
line	in	the	right	hand	of	the	piano,	followed	by	an	abrupt	and	brief	moment	of	silence.		
These	falling	lines	are	made	more	substantial	in	that	they	are	written	in	first	inversion,	
creating	more	weight	to	the	musical	“tumble”	of	chords.		They	anticipate	the	
acknowledgement	of	struggle	that	results	from	living	in	a	secular	world.		In	this	song	
particularly,	Messiaen	relies	heavily	on	the	“Boris	motif.”		In	measure	4	the	vocal	line	
																																																								
	 33	Johnson,	56	
	 34	“Meaning	of	Numbers	in	the	Bible,”	The	Bible	Study	Site	accessed	31	January	
2016.		http://www.biblestudy.org/bibleref/meaning-of-numbers-in-
bible/introduction.html.	
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returns	with	a	recitation	centering	on	A-natural.		The	“Boris	motif”	sounds	in	the	right	hand	
of	the	piano	in	measures	5-8	a	total	of	six	times,	with	the	final	repetition	left	incomplete,	
and	instead	interrupted	by	the	tritone	heard	in	the	opening	measure	of	the	song.		Attention	
is	drawn	to	the	word	“hésitent”	(“hesitate”)	in	measure	8	with	the	number	of	sixteenth-
note	beats	increasing	to	23—this	is	the	longest	measure	of	the	song.		It	creates	a	musical	
interpretation	of	the	protagonist’s	“Mes	pieds	qui	hésitent	dans	la	poussière”	(“feet	that	
hesitate	in	the	dust”)	on	“La	route	pleine	de	chagrins	et	de	fondrières”	(“road	full	of	grief	
and	hollows.”)		Following	the	first	repetition	of	the	“big	blue	jewel,”	the	beloved	is	formally	
introduced,	“verte	et	bleue	comme	le	paysage!”	(“green	and	blue	like	a	landscape”).		This	is	
another	example	of	why	the	“Boris	motif”	has	such	an	impact	in	the	song.		Until	this	point,	
the	piano	has	been	a	crucial	part	of	the	story.		Here,	however,	the	piano	lines	are	sustained,	
subtly	moving	from	mode	23	to	32	in	measures	14-15	to	simply	support	the	chant	above.		
Messiaen	highlighted	the	text,	“Entre	le	blé	et	le	soleil	je	vois	son	visage:	Elle	sourit”	
(“between	the	sun	and	corn	I	see	her	face:	she	smiles”)	by	composing	the	line	to	be	sung	
only	on	A-natural.		In	addition,	the	“Boris	motif”	or	a	variation	of	it	sounds	in	the	piano	part	
20	times	out	of	the	24	measures	of	the	song.		Messiaen	wrote	the	“Boris	motif”	into	the	
vocal	line	at	the	Plus	lent	with	the	line	“la	main	sur	les	yeux”	(“her	hand	over	her	eyes”).		
Even	though	there	is	a	final	repetition	of	the	“big	blue	lake,”	it	sounds	incomplete,	ending	
with	an	unresolved	descending	scalar	passage	in	the	piano	line.		Perhaps	this	was	
Messiaen’s	way	of	maintaining	the	mystery	of	the	beloved.		It	is	also	worth	noting	that	
“Paysage”	is	one	of	a	few	examples	from	this	cycle	that	employs	surrealism	in	the	poetry.		
As	an	artistic	movement	that	had	some	impact	on	music	as	early	as	the	1920’s,	Bruhn	
describes	it	as	“radical	imagery	or	examples	of	alienated	objects.”		
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“La	maison”	
	
	 Messiaen’s	closest	example	of	a	typical	French	mélodie	comes	in	the	form	of	“La	
maison,”	which	was	inspired	by	the	time	he	spent	at	his	summer	home	in	Petichet.35		“La	
maison”	or	“The	House”	serves	as	a	metaphor	in	this	poem.		Just	as	“Cette	maison	nous	
allons	la	quitter”	(“This	house	we	will	leave…”)	the	couple	must	eventually	leave	the	house,	
they	will	soon	also	leave	“nos	corps”	(“their	bodies”).		Messiaen	creates	musical	parallelism	
to	complement	the	poetry,	placing	emphasis	on	the	lines	“I	see	it	in	your	eyes”	and	“I	see	
them	in	your	eyes,”	referring	to	the	house	and	their	bodies	respectively.		While	the	
protagonist	shows	no	hints	of	sadness,	he	witnesses	the	sadness	in	the	eyes	of	his	beloved.		
Messiaen	incorporates	chant	into	the	interlude	above	sustained	chords	from	mode	33	in	the	
piano.		This	contrast	from	the	lyrical	opening	brings	further	attention	to	the	message,	when	
the	protagonist	comforts	the	beloved	with	promises	of	their	resurrection	as	a	result	of	their	
devotion	to	God:	“Toutes	ces	images	de	douleur	qui	s’impriment	dans	ton	oeil…Ton	oeil	ne	
les	retrouvera	plus:	Quand	nous	contemplerons	la	Vérité”	(“All	of	these	images	of	pain	that	
imprint	in	your	eye:	Your	eye	will	no	more	find	them	when	we	contemplate	the	Truth”).		
They	will	leave	their	secular	bodies	for	transfigured	bodies	in	their	eternal	resting	place.		
These	images	of	pain	and	the	gift	of	eternal	resting	reference	the	scripture	readings	2	
Corinthians	5:2	and	5:4.36		The	final	six	measures	of	“La	maison”	offer	a	number	of	
interesting	elements.		First,	Messiaen	has	created	rhythmic	symmetry	that	spans	from	
measures	10-15:	8/12/11/23(11+12)/8.		This	rhythmic	symmetry	serves	as	a	visual	
reminder	of	the	hopefulness	for	eternal	life.		Griffith’s	draws	attention	to	measure	11,	
																																																								
	 35	“Gallery,”	Olivier	Messiaen.		Accessed	12	January	2016,	
http://www.oliviermessiaen.org/messiaengall.htm	
	 36	“We	groan,	longing	to	be	clothed	with	our	heavenly	dwelling”	and	“For	while	we	
are	in	the	tent,	we	groan	and	are	burdened.”		
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which	includes	all	of	the	notes	necessary	to	create	mode	21,	stressing	that	this	is	unusual	
for	Messiaen.37		That	being	said,	the	12-note	aggregate	emphasizes	the	word	“Vérité”	
(“Truth”),	which	is	clearly	one	of	the	most	important	words	of	the	poem.		In	addition	to	
these	musical	symbols,	Messiaen	ends	the	piece	with	a	pentatonic	chord	that	follows	a	
symmetrical	line,	perhaps	representing	eternity	(see	Musical	Example	6).		
		
	
Musical	Example	6:		Rhythmic	symmetry,	Mode	21,	and	“Eternity”	Palindrome	in	Measures	10-15	of	
Olivier	Messiaen’s	“La	maison”		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 	
																																																								
	 37Paul	Griffiths,	Olivier	Messiaen	and	the	Music	of	Time	(London:	Faber,	1985),	79.	
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“Épouvante”	 	
	
	 The	cycle	takes	a	dramatic	turn	with	“Épouvante,”	which	translates	to	“terror.”		The	
poem	is	written	using	the	conditional	tense,	which	clarifies	that	this	is	a	warning	of	what	
could	come	rather	than	what	is	inevitable.		The	song	begins	with	agonizing	moans	that	
descend	into	the	fiery	depths	of	hell	via	octave	chromatic	scales	a	perfect	fourth	and	an	
augmented	fourth	apart,	supported	by	a	C	major	chord	and	a	cluster	of	notes.		The	moans	
are	accompanied	by	a	thicker	texture	than	previous	songs	and	sounds	mostly	in	the	bass	
clef,	symbolizing	hell.		The	singer	is	placed	in	a	vulnerable	part	of	the	range,	with	a	tonal	
center	on	middle	C,	reciting	the	warnings	of	what	may	come	when	one	focuses	their	
attention	too	much	in	earthly	pleasures.		The	piano	includes	plummeting,	percussive	lines	
that	increase	in	volume	and	intensity	with	each	repetition	(see	Musical	Example	7).		This	
warning	is	strengthened	through	the	surrealism	inserted	throughout	the	poem,	including,	
“Des	lambeaux	sanglants	te	suivraient	dans	les	ténèbres	comme	une	vomissure	
triangulaire”		(“Bloody	shreds	that	would	follow	you	in	the	darkness	as	a	triangular	
vomit”).		While	these	images	may	seem	unusual,	the	intent	behind	them	is	clear.		Messiaen	
includes	a	whole-tone	scale	in	the	vocal	line,	which	is	doubled—though	difficult	to	hear—in	
the	piano	part.		This	is	a	musical	culmination	of	the	fear	and	anguish	the	protagonist	
envisions	may	result	if	he	does	not	follow	God,	and	leads	to	the	high	B-flat.		The	tormenting	
visions	of	fire	are	musically	represented	by	mode	22,	which	is	supposed	to	represent	God’s	
love.		This	insertion	cannot	be	by	accident,	and	is	likely	Messiaen’s	way	of	reminding	the	
listener	that	God	is	present	even	in	times	of	struggle.		Images	of	darkness	and	despair	make	
way	for	more	troubled	moans,	which	Messiaen	transforms	into	a	polymodal	“Boris	motif”	
with	mode	22	returning	to	the	vocal	line	and	34	in	the	piano.		In	addition	to	the	
	 22	
polymodality	in	measures	40-41,	Messiaen	increased	the	rhythmic	complexity	of	the	
moans,	with	measures	of	16	and	42	sixteenth-note	beats	respectively.		Not	only	do	his	
musical	choices	create	an	extension	of	suffering,	they	add	to	the	challenges	for	the	
performer.		The	climax	is	reached	two	measures	later	with	the	protagonist’s	descending	
outcries	at	fortississimo,	which	seem	to	be	in	vain.		Messiaen	wrote	two	descending	tritone	
moans	for	the	protagonist,	before	he	is	defeated	in	a	final	chromatic	groan,	followed	by	a	
percussive	fall	in	the	piano.		Although	Messiaen	never	comes	out	and	mentions	“hell,”	one	
could	conclude	that	this	poem	describes	his	own	personal	vision	of	hell	through	the	
potential	loss	of	his	beloved	and	his	relationship	with	God.	
	
	
Musical	Example	7:	Plummeting	Lines	Paired	with	Surrealist	Poetry	in	Measures	13-18	of	Olivier	
Messiaen’s	“Épouvante”	 	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 	
	 23	
“L’épouse”	
	
	 As	the	heart	of	the	cycle	and	arguably	the	most	beautiful	of	the	songs,	“L’épouse”	
(The	Wife)	offers	a	hopeful	message	through	poetry	and	symbolic	references	to	the	Holy	
Trinity.		The	focus	of	the	poem	lies	in	the	covenant	of	marriage	and	the	sacrament	of	
husband	and	wife	to	God.		“L’épouse”	describes	both	the	secular	“wife”	and	the	bride	of	
Christ,	specifically	the	Church.		In	this	text,	Messiaen	draws	from	Matthew	and	Ephesians	to	
strengthen	this	message.38		While	the	other	songs	have	been	from	the	point	of	view	of	the	
protagonist,	one	could	argue	that	this	poem	is	told	from	the	view	of	the	Holy	Spirit.		Bruhn	
argues	that	it	is	unclear	whether	or	not	the	protagonist	is	speaking	directly	to	his	beloved,	
or	if	he	is	directing	the	words	toward	himself	for	assurance.39			
																																																								
	 38	These	scripture	readings	underline	love	and	obedience	shared	between	Man	and	
Wife.		Through	Christ’s	sacrifice,	these	things	are	made	possible.		Messiaen	and	Matthew	
draw	parallels	between	the	Wife	as	an	extension	of	the	Husband	and	the	Church	as	an	
extension	of	Christ.	
	 	
	 “Therefore	what	God	has	joined	together,	let	not	man	separate.”	(Matthew	19:6,	
New	Century	Version)	
	
	 “Wives,	yield	to	your	husbands,	as	you	do	to	the	Lord,	because	the	husband	is	the	
head	of	the	wife,	as	Christ	is	the	head	of	the	church.		And	he	is	the	Savior	of	the	body,	which	
is	the	church.		As	the	church	yields	to	Christ,	so	you	wives	should	yield	to	your	husbands	in	
everything.		Husbands,	love	your	wives	as	Christ	loved	the	church	and	gave	himself	for	it	to	
make	it	belong	to	God.		Christ	used	the	word	to	make	the	church	clean	by	washing	it	with	
water.		He	died	so	that	he	could	give	the	church	to	himself	like	a	bride	in	all	her	beauty.		He	
died	so	that	the	church	could	be	pure	and	without	fault,	with	no	evil	or	sin	or	any	other	
wrong	thing	in	it.		In	the	same	way,	husbands	should	love	their	wives	as	they	love	their	own	
bodies.		The	man	who	loves	his	wife	loves	himself.		No	one	ever	hates	his	own	body,	but	
feeds	and	takes	care	of	it.		And	that	is	what	Christ	does	for	the	church,	because	we	are	parts	
of	his	body.		The	Scripture	says,	“So	a	man	will	leave	his	father	and	mother	and	be	united	
with	his	wife,	and	the	two	will	become	one	body.”		That	secret	is	very	important—I	am	
talking	about	Christ	and	the	church.		But	each	one	of	you	must	love	his	wife	as	he	loves	
himself,	and	a	wife	must	respect	her	husband.”	(Ephesians	5:22-33,	New	Century	Version)	
	 39	Bruhn,	Messiaen’s	Exploration	of	Love	and	Death,	85	
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	 The	evidence	of	symbolism	related	to	the	Holy	Trinity	is	substantial.		Messiaen	
composed	the	song	in	thirteen	measures.		This	number	is	symbolic	throughout	the	Bible,	
with	negative	and	positive	connotations.		Considering	the	context	of	Messiaen’s	poetry,	his	
use	of	the	number	thirteen	likely	makes	reference	to	great	blessing	and	promise,	as	well	as	
to	new	life.		The	poem	includes	three	people:	the	husband,	the	wife,	and	Christ.		The	
composer	divides	the	song	into	three	sections	with	three	refrains	of		“Va	où	l’Esprit	te	
mène”	(“Go	where	the	spirit	leads	you”),	each	growing	in	dynamic	level.		Messiaen	used	all	
three	transpositions	of	mode	2	throughout	the	song,	the	mode	known	by	this	point	for	its	
association	with	God	and	his	love.		The	number	of	sixteenth	notes	in	each	measure	is	
divisible	by	three,	with	the	exception	of	the	penultimate	measure.		This	measure	is	a	
repetition	of	the	previous	measure,	however	it	has	two	additional	beats,	totaling	29.		
Messiaen	elongates	the	line,	“Comme	l’Eglise	est	le	prolongement…”	(“As	the	church	is	the	
extension…”)	to	emphasize	from	whom	the	church	extends	—Christ.			
	
	
“Ta	voix”	
	
	 “Ta	voix”	(“Your	voice”)	depicts	an	image	of	heaven	and	the	promise	of	eternal	
happiness.		Other	than	the	“Alleluia”	vocalise	of	“Action,”	it	is	the	only	song	that	includes	a	
key	signature,	which	is	in	F#	major	(just	like	the	“Alleluia”).		The	protagonist	imagines	his	
beloved	singing	praises	to	the	Father,	and	through	these	praises,	she	is	made	more	
beautiful	and	angelic:	an	incorporeal	angel,	a	bird	of	spring.		The	pianist	presents	a	
polyrhythmic	ostinato,	though	the	irregularity	in	some	measures	muddies	the	pattern.		This	
song	follows	a	clear	ABA’	form	with	the	B	section	reverting	to	polymodality.		Although	the	
first	five	measures	of	each	A	section	can	be	subdivided	into	thirteen	beats	of	sixteenth	
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notes,	the	remainder	of	the	song	is	rhythmically	complex,	in	that	the	rhythms	do	not	follow	
a	clear	pattern,	making	the	counting	of	this	song	especially	challenging.		Following	the	final	
statement	of	the	A’	section,	the	pianist	has	a	one-measure	cadenza,	totaling	ninety-nine	
sixteenth-note	beats.		The	rhythms	are	reminiscent	of	the	“Boris	motif”	and	their	
asymmetry	imitates	the	song	of	a	bird.		Though	Messiaen	did	not	begin	his	“Bird	Song”	
period	until	the	1950’s,	his	fascination	with	birds	and	their	tunes	was	evident	beginning	in	
his	mid-teens.		Therefore,	while	this	may	not	be	representative	of	a	specific	bird,	the	
asymmetrical	writing	and	the	sextuplets	doubled	at	the	octave	beyond	the	A	above	the	staff	
provide	the	impression	of	bird	song.		The	vocal	line	following	this	reads,	“You	would	sing,”	
which	directly	corresponds	to	the	“Bird	of	Spring”	mentioned	directly	before	the	“bird	
song”	occurs,	making	this	a	likely	interpretation.							
	 Like	“Épouvante,”	the	poetry	of	“Ta	voix”	makes	use	of	the	conditional	tense,	though	
not	as	a	warning.		Described	by	Bruhn	as	“spiritually	complementary,”	“Épouvante,”	pairs	
nicely	with	“Ta	voix,”	as	they	provide	drastically	different	poetic	and	emotional	responses.		
The	two	poems	create	vivid	parallels:	images	of	light	and	dark,	heaven	and	hell.		A	new	
awakening	calms	shrieks	of	fear	and	suffering.		Despair	is	replaced	with	hope.40	
	
	
“Les	deux	guerriers”	
	
	 	“Les	deux	guerriers”	describes	husband	and	wife	as	“two	warriors”	united	and	
marching	their	way	toward	the	gates	of	heaven.		The	message	here	is	unlike	“La	maison”	
and	functions	as	a	warning,	suggesting	that	without	action,	nothing	is	granted	or	given.		As	
husband	and	wife,	the	warriors	must	fight	their	way	together	into	the	Holy	City.		Though	
																																																								
	 40	Bruhn,	Messiaen’s	Explorations	of	Love	and	Death,	83-84.	
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these	are	Messiaen’s	words,	again	he	borrows	from	a	Bible	passage,	Ephesians	6:10-17.41		
Like	“Épouvante,”	the	vocal	line	of	“Les	deux	guerriers”	explores	the	lower	range	of	the	
soprano	voice.		These	sections	are	unaccompanied,	perhaps	because	Messiaen	was	aware	
that	the	notes	would	be	difficult	to	project.			
	 The	song	is	broken	into	three	clear	sections,	ABA’	and	makes	use	of	transpositions	
in	modes	2,	3,	and	4.		Similar	to	the	poetic	symmetry	found	in	“La	maison,”	this	song	has	
poetic	symmetry	worth	noting.		It	begins,	“De	deux	nous	voici	un…”	(“Behold	us	two	in	
one…”)	referring	to	Husband	and	Wife,	now	united	and	in	search	for	the	Holy	Land.		In	the	
measure	prior	to	the	return	of	A’	the	poem	reads,	“Je	suis	tes	deux	enfants,	mon	Dieu!	(“I	
am	your	two	children,	my	God…”),	making	reference	again	to	this	unity	of	the	two	people	
and	their	connection	to	him.		Musically,	the	melodic	contour	of	this	measure	is	reminiscent	
of	the	“Va”	section	of	“L’épouse,”	which	could	imply	that	a	transition	in	the	relationship	has	
occurred—possibly	the	Husband	and	Wife	have	strengthened	their	bond	with	one	another	
and	God	(see	Musical	Examples	8a	and	8b).		Messiaen	includes	word	painting	in	the	piano	
part	of	measure	24	with	grace	note	gestures	that	imitate	the	“Lancez	vers	le	ciel	les	flèches	
du	dévouement	d’aurore”	(“arrows	launching	into	the	sky…”)	before	shifting	to	mode	21	
																																																								
	 41	“Finally	be	strong	in	the	Lord	and	in	his	great	power.		Put	on	the	full	armor	of	God	
so	that	you	can	fight	against	the	devil’s	evil	tricks.		Our	fight	is	not	against	people	on	earth	
but	against	the	rulers	and	authorities	and	the	powers	of	this	world’s	darkness,	against	the	
spiritual	powers	of	evil	in	the	heavenly	world.		That	is	why	you	need	to	put	on	God’s	armor.		
Then	on	the	day	of	evil	you	will	be	able	to	stand	strong.		And	when	you	have	finished	the	
whole	fight,	you	will	still	be	standing.		So	stand	strong,	with	the	belt	of	truth	tied	around	
your	waist	and	the	protection	of	right	living	on	your	chest.		On	your	feet	wear	the	Good	
News	of	peace	to	help	you	stand	strong.		And	also	use	the	shield	of	faith	with	which	you	can	
stop	all	the	burning	arrows	of	the	Evil	One.		Accept	God’s	salvation	as	your	helmet,	and	take	
the	sword	of	the	Spirit,	which	is	the	word	of	God.”	(Ephesians	6:10-17,	New	Century	
Version)	
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(God’s	love)	to	anticipate	the	final	line,	“Vous	parviendrez	aux	portes	de	la	Ville”	(“You	will	
arrive	at	the	gates	of	the	city”).		
	
	
Musical	Example	8a:	Measures	17-18	of	Olivier	Messiaen’s	“Les	deux	guerriers”		
	
	
				
	
	
	
	
Musical	Example	8b:	Measure	1	of	Olivier	Messiaen’s	“L’épouse”	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
“Le	collier”	 		
	
	 In	the	entire	cycle,	“Le	collier”	(“The	Necklace”)	is	the	only	song	that	insinuates	
romantic	intimacy,	and	like	“Paysage,”	makes	no	direct	reference	to	God.		Musically,	this	is	
represented	with	the	omission	of	mode	21.		Messiaen	composed	a	pattern	of	four	chords	
using	mode	31	in	the	right	hand	of	the	piano	to	imitate	the	circular	pattern	of	the	necklace	
(see	Musical	Example	9).		This	pattern	begins	and	ends	on	a	C	minor	triad,	giving	it	a	clear	
beginning	and	ending.		In	addition,	the	left	hand	of	the	piano	is	in	mode	22,	resulting	in	a	
polymodal	color	that	seems	to	represent	the	colors	of	the	rainbow	and	the	exoticism	of	the	
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“necklace”	itself.		The	poetry	shifts	between	nature,	“Printemps	enchaîné…”	and	“Paysage	
courbe…”	(“Captive	spring”	and	“Curved	landscape”)	and	the	“necklace.”		Through	
surrealist	poetry,	he	describes	this	treasured	necklace	as	a	“Petit	soutien	vivant…Collier	de	
renouveau”	(“Tiny	living	cushion…necklace	of	renewal”).		It	becomes	clear	that	the	beloved	
supports	the	protagonist,	particularly	in	times	of	strife.		This	is	one	of	the	only	examples	in	
this	poem	of	Messiaen’s	reference	to	human	love.		He	brings	attention	to	this	“necklace”	
through	the	music,	specifically	in	measures	19-23.		Here,	Messiaen’s	setting	of	“Collier	
d’Orient,	collier	choisi…”	(“necklace	of	the	Orient,	necklace	chosen…”)	borrows	from	the	
following	modes:	Mixolydian,	Aeolian,	Ionian,	and	Lydian.42		These	modes	are	sounded	
consecutively	by	means	of	stacked	chords	in	the	left	and	right	hand	of	the	piano.		The	
pattern	is	repeated	five	times.		This	is	the	only	place	Messiaen	incorporated	these	modes,	
strengthening	the	argument	that	he	wanted	to	bring	attention	to	how	special	and	exotic	the	
necklace	was	(see	Musical	Example	10).		In	the	final	statement	of	A’	there	are	a	few	things	
worth	mentioning.		First,	Messiaen’s	use	of	silence;	after	the	final	“Ah	mon	collier”	(“Ah,	my	
necklace…”)	the	music	stops,	before	revealing	that	the	“necklace”	is	a	symbol	for	“Tes	deux	
bras	autour	de	mon	cou,	ce	matin”	(“Your	two	arms	around	my	neck	this	morning”).		This	
silence	heightens	the	importance	of	this	moment.		To	imitate	the	shape	of	the	beloved’s	
arms,	Messiaen	ended	the	song	with	a	return	of	the	opening	circular	pattern	of	“Le	collier”	
(“the	necklace”).		Like	“Paysage,”	this	song	ends	sounding	unresolved,	which	makes	the	
anticipation	of	the	final	song	that	much	stronger.	
																																																								
	 42	Yun	Lee,	"Symmetry	and	Symbolic	Language	in	Olivier	Messiaen's	"Poèmes	pour	
Mi":	A	Musical	Reflection	on	Divine	and	Conjugal	Love"	(doctoral	dissertation,	Boston	
University,	2009),	135,	accessed	13	January	2016,	
http://search.proquest.com/docview/304850662?accountid=14556.		
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Musical	Example	9:	Circular	pattern	of	“the	Necklace”	in	Measures	1-3	of	Olivier	Messiaen’s	“Le	
collier”	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Musical	Example	10:	“Exotic”	use	of	Medieval	Modes	in	Measures	20-23	of	Olivier	Messiaen’s	“Le	
collier”	
	
	
			 	
	
	
	
	
“Prière	exaucée”	
	
	 The	final	poem,	“Prière	exaucée”	(‘Prayer	Answered’)	is	an	appropriate	conclusion	
to	Messiaen’s	cycle.		The	form	is	AA’B	and	creates	a	balance	with	the	return	to	prayer	and	
reflection	found	in	the	opening	song	“Action	de	grâces.”		The	protagonist	is	weary	and	
pleading,	asking	for	God	to	“Ebranlez	la	solitaire	la	vieille	montagne	de	douleur”	(“shake	
the	lonely	old	mountain	of	pain”)	and	for	healing	of	the	soul.		The	vocal	line	is	a	chant	that	
centers	on	A.		The	piano	begins	with	a	combination	of	A	major,	which	ties	it	to	“Action,”	and	
C#	major.		Here	again	Messiaen	references	the	Eucharist	as	it	was	in	the	opening	song,	and	
an	extended	melisma	is	sung	on	the	word	“âme”	(“soul”).		Begging	for	God’s	grace,	the	
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poem	transforms	as	it	enters	the	Très	vif	at	the	B	section—musically	the	prayer	has	been	
answered.		Messiaen	creates	onomatopoeic	gestures	in	the	vocal	line	for	“Frappe,	tape,	
choque	pour	ton	roi	[Dieu]!”	(“strike,	beat,	ring	for	your	king	[God])	(see	Musical	Example	
11).		This	repetition	increases	the	excitement	until	it	reaches	the	climax	with	the	“gloire	et	
de	resurrection”	(“glory	and	the	resurrection”).		Here,	the	singer	has	a	final	celebratory	
melisma	on	the	word	“joy”	with	what	begin	as	the	same	rhythms,	but	end	with	the	notes	
elongated	in	anticipation	of	the	final	realization	that	“La	joie	est	revenue”	(“joy	has	
returned”).	
			
	
Musical	Example	11:	Use	of	Onomatopoeia	in	Measure	20	of	Olivier	Messiaen’s	“Prière	exaucée”	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
CONCLUSION	
	
	 It	is	clear	that	Poèmes	pour	Mi,	though	early	in	his	musical	output,	contains	many	
early	illustrations	of	Messiaen’s	most	important	musical	and	literary	devices:	the	influence	
of	spirituality,	numerical	symbols,	modal	vocabulary,	musical	colors,	and	the	“Boris	
motif.”		On	the	whole,	Poèmes	pour	Mi,	represents	a	young	composer’s	efforts	to	assemble	
and	develop	a	distinct	compositional	language.		It	deserves	to	be	regarded	as	a	significant	
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and	prototypical	vocal	work	of	Olivier	Messiaen’s	complete	output	and	an	historically	
significant	landmark	in	the	composer’s	maturation.		In	studying	Poèmes,	one	can	gain	a	
better	understanding	of	what	Messiaen	considered	important	in	a	composition,	and	then	
determine	the	most	ideal	way	to	perform	his	works.			
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